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 What Is a Red Flag?

 A Red Flag is a visual sign or indication of a defect in a 
structure or property.  Examples of Red Flags are:

 cracks in exterior and interior walls

 vertical and horizontal cracks in a foundation

 sloping and sagging floors

 doors that leak, stick, or do not close properly

 doors that have been shaved and are not a complete 
rectangle 

 windows that leak, stick, or do not close properly
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 What Is a Red Flag?

 A Red Flag is a visual sign or indication of a defect in a 
structure or property. Examples of Red Flags are:

 plumbing fixtures that do not function as intended

 mechanical equipment that does not function as intended

 buckled or slanted retaining walls
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 What Is a Safety Hazard?

 A safety hazard is anything that could cause an injury.  
Personal injury caused by a safety hazard (such as a cut or 
fracture) is usually obvious.  A house needs to be as safe as 
possible to prevent injuries.

 Some examples of safety hazards include:
 Slipping/tripping hazards (such as electrical cords across 
floors or constantly wet floors)

 Exposed (bare) electrical wires, conduit pulled apart or 
hanging loosely

 Fire and explosion hazards (excessive amounts of gasoline in 
a detached or attached garage) 
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 What Is a Safety Hazard?

 Some examples of safety hazards include:

 Pressure systems (such as old steam boilers, radiators, and 
pipes) 

 Any item or material not properly attached to a surface that 
can fall from a height, shift, or roll from its original location 
and cause bodily harm or death
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 Why are Red Flags Present in a House?

 Movement of a house is usually differential in nature.

 Most property defects develop over a period of years; the age of
the structure should be kept in mind during the inspection
process.

 Older structures (10 years or older) will show much more
evidence of problems if problems exist, especially if
maintenance has been neglected.

 Very young structures (new to 3 years old) pose a special 

problem.
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 Why are Red Flags Present in a House?

 Serious problems may be undetectable while a house is still 
young. 

 If symptoms of distress are seen in a new house, it is a sign of a 
possible severe and fast‐moving defects.

 Rule‐of‐thumb: Red Flags are much more worrisome if found in 
a new house and a lack of Red Flags is much more impressive in 
an old house.
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 Soils:

 There are 4 classifications of soil. They are:

 gravel

 sand

 silt 

 clay

 Most soils are a mixture of two or more of these soils and this 
mixture of soils is called loam.  

 Soil classification depends on the ingredient that has the most 
influence on the soil’s behavior.   

 For example, gravel and sand are coarse‐grained soils.  

 Of all these different soil types, expansive clay soils are 
problematic because they expand as they absorb water.
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 Most Common Conditions that Cause Red Flags:

 Shifting or expanding soils

 Freezing and thawing soils

 Leaking roof, windows, and doors

 Sink holes, settling land fill, slow‐moving landslides

 Improper drainage

 Lack of proper maintenance
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 Who to Contact in Regard to Red Flags:

 Structural Engineer

 Roofing Professional

 Foundation Professional

 Mechanical (HVAC) Professional

 City and County Government Officials

 The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 
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 Cracks in Structures, Driveways, Sidewalks, Patios, 
Basement Floors, and Various Foundation Types:

 Check all properties for cracks in their asphalt or concrete driveways,
sidewalks, patios, decks, slabs, or garage floors.

 A few hairline cracks are no cause for worry, but cracks that are wide
enough to insert a number 2 pencil tip into can indicate a defect.

 If one side of a crack in a walking surface is raised enough to trip over,
it is a safety hazard and an indication of uneven ground movement.

 Look for cracks between the patio’s edge and the house’s foundation.

 Check to see if the sidewalks, driveways, patios, decks, garage floors, or
slabs have open voids.
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 Cracks in Structures, Driveways, Sidewalks, Patios, 
Basement Floors, and Various Foundation Types:

 There are several different types of cracks you will encounter
while inspecting a foundation. These are:

 Hairline Cracks

 Open Cracks

 Cracks with Vertical Slippage

 Horizontal Cracks
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 Cracks in Structures, Driveways, Sidewalks, Patios, 
Basement Floors, and Various Foundation Types:

 Foundation Cracks

 Hairline Cracks:

 During the normal curing process of concrete, random 
hairline cracks will appear.  

 Hairline cracks are random thin cracks that look like pencil 
lines drawn on the surface and they do not completely 
penetrate the surface.  There are no openings between the 
edges and they usually do not indicate serious problems.



7

Red Flags Property Inspection  
Guide

 Cracks in Structures, Driveways, Sidewalks, Patios, 
Basement Floors, and Various Foundation Types:

 Foundation Cracks

 Open Cracks:

 The width of open cracks should be estimated. Is it wider
than the width of lead in a number 2 pencil?

 Report all open cracks that are wider than the lead in a
number 2 pencil, or when one end of the crack is wider than
the other. These are Red Flags.

Red Flags Property Inspection  
Guide

 Foundation Cracks:

 Cracks with Vertical Slippage:
 Vertical slipping may be very serious.  

 It means that the concrete on one side of the crack has 
moved down.

 Horizontal Cracks:
 Horizontal cracking of concrete foundations is almost always
accompanied by severe vertical cracking.

 Cold joints in concrete can appear to be horizontal cracks
and although visually unsightly, they are not normally
considered a serious structural defect.
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 Foundation Cracks:

 Horizontal Cracks:

 Cold joints occur during construction when all the concrete
is not poured at the same time and the previous pouring
solidifies prior to the placement of more concrete.
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 Foundation cracks fall into several categories:

 Vertical and diagonal cracks are more serious.

 Horizontal cracks are usually not serious, but you
should note their location, width, and length.

 Cracks in foundations are common.

 The corners of some foundations have a similar crack
on both sides of the corner, or the corner is missing
altogether. These are called “corner pops” and are not
a structural problem.

 Cracks in a foundation may indicate a severe problem
or merely a normal condition of random cracking.
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 Proper Drainage, Building Ventilation, Hillside 
Instability, and Fills:

 Proper drainage of roof and yard areas is important because
water collecting near the house or underneath it can
aggravate existing soil problems.

 Expansive soils, when exposed to a large volume of water,
will swell to their maximum and then shrink dramatically
when dried again.

 Many foundations cannot tolerate these maximum shrinking
and swelling cycles.

 When a homeowner allows these conditions to exist, cracking
and settlement will result.
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 Proper Drainage, Building Ventilation, Hillside 
Instability, and Fills:

 Loose fill‐soil will sag and settle causing damage if they
are not kept well‐drained.

 If water pools right next to a foundation, it can easily seep 
under the house, causing voids under the foundation, 
basement flooding, wood rot, damage to heat ducts, and 
swelling of wood floors.
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 Building Ventilation:

 The under‐floor space between the bottom of the floor joists and
the earth under any building (except space occupied by a
basement or cellar) shall be provided with ventilation openings
through foundation walls or exterior walls.

 The minimum net area of ventilation openings shall not be less
than 1 sq. ft. for each 150 sq. ft. of under‐floor space area.

 The ventilation openings will be within 3 feet of each corner of
the building.

 Enclosed attics and enclosed rafter spaces formed where ceilings 
are applied directly to the underside of roof rafters shall have 
cross ventilation for each separate space by ventilating openings 
protected against the entrance of rain or snow.

Red Flags Property Inspection  
Guide

 Building Ventilation:

 Ventilating openings shall be provided with a
corrosion‐resistant wire mesh that has 1/8‐inch
minimum and ¼‐inch maximum openings.

 The ventilation portals must be screened to prevent the
entrance of rodents and insects.

 The integrity of the ventilation portals should be
inspected and any damage reported.
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 Hillside Instability, Landsliding:

 A hillside is stable if it is likely to remain in its present 
form, at rest, without sliding or eroding.  

 It is difficult for even an expert to predict the future 
stability of a hillside.  

 A visual inspection can be made for signs of past 
instability, erosion, or soil that crumbles slowly and falls 
away.
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 Hillside Instability, Landsliding:

 Retaining Walls:

 Retaining walls are used to hold soil that would otherwise slide 
down.  

 They are built of wood, rock, concrete, etc.  

 Most retaining walls should last 100 years or longer.  

 Untreated wood or Douglas fir walls only last 10 to 20 years 
before they decay due to wood rot.  

 A retaining wall is not supposed to move or crack.  

 It should have a drainage system to keep water from building 
up behind the wall and pushing it forward.
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 Fills:

 Most hillside house sites and many level house sites
have varying amounts of fill‐soil used to fill low areas
of a site, which creates a flat pad on which to build.

 Fill may have been used on only a few small dips and
gullies; or, if the site was originally quite steep, a great
deal of fill may have been used.

 It is difficult to determine by visual inspection alone
whether fills exist and whether the fill was constructed
correctly.

 Improper fills may make their presence known by the
damage they cause.
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 Roof, Window and Flashing Leakage:

 A leaking roof is a major problem and is often very 
expensive to repair, especially if the roof needs to be 
completely replaced.  

 If there are any signs of roof leakage, a licensed general 
contractor or roofing contractor should be called in to do an 
inspection.

 Window or flashing leakage in a house constitutes a serious 
problem and can cause significant damage if not detected.  

 The most common sign of past leakage is wood and wall 
staining.
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 MOLD:

 Molds produce tiny spores to reproduce.

 Mold spores waft through the indoor and outdoor air
continually.

 Mold spores land on a damp spot indoors. They may
begin growing and digesting whatever they land on in
order to survive.

 There are molds that can grow on wood, paper, carpet,
and foods.

 When excessive moisture or water accumulates indoors,
mold growth will often occur, particularly if the moisture
problem remains undiscovered or unaddressed.
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 MOLD:

 There is no practical way to eliminate all mold and mold
spores in the indoor environment; the way to control
indoor mold growth is to control moisture.

 You need to always remember!

 “The key to mold control is moisture
control.”
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 Hazardous Hand & Guard Rails:

 Handrails should be provided on at least one side of each
continuous run of treads or flight with 4 or more steps.

 Handrail height shall be not less than 34 inches and not
more than 38 inches.

 Porches, balconies, or raised floor surfaces located more
than 30 inches above the floor or grade below shall have
guards not less than 36 inches in height.

 Porches and decks that are enclosed with insect screening
shall be provided with guards where the walking surface
is located more than 30 inches above the floor or grade
below.
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 Hazardous Hand & Guard Rails:

 Required guards on open sides of stairways, raised floor
areas, balconies, and porches shall have intermediate rails
or ornamental closures that do not allow passage of a
sphere 4 inches or more in diameter.

 The reasoning behind this 4‐inch separation

requirement is for the protection of little children.
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 Hazardous Vegetation:

 Check around the house for trees or bushes that could
cause damage.

 These include good‐sized trees or bushes less than 5 feet
from the side of the house and very large trees up to 15
feet away.

 The roots of large trees and bushes can grow under the
foundation, patio, driveway, or sidewalks breaking the
concrete with their roots.

 Wherever the end of the tree’s branches are is where the
roots of the tree are.

 This causes transpiration (the removal of moisture) from
under the foundation.
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 Hazardous Vegetation:

 Tree branches should never extend over the house’s roof
unless you have hired a qualified tree surgeon to place a
root barrier along the foundation.

 The ideal placement of a tree is 1½ times its mature height
away from the house.

 Among the most common hazards are dead or unhealthy
trees.

 Dead trees are dangerous because they are unstable and
moderate winds can often topple them, causing major
damage to structures, not to mention the possibility of
injury to the building’s occupants.
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 Hazardous Vegetation:

 Dead or unhealthy trees should be identified, especially
those close to habitable structures.

 Poisonous plants, many of which are volunteer in a
house’s landscaping, can cause health problems.

 Some of these are: poison oak, poison sumac, poison ivy,
castor bean, and so on.

 Any of these located near the house should be
documented and disclosed.
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 Septic Systems:

 Whenever a house is not on the city sewer system, this house will 
usually have 1 of 2 different types of septic systems. 

 The first and most common type is a septic tank with a soil drain field.

 The second type is an aerator system that has sprinkler heads to 
disperse the processed wastewater.  

 Indications of a malfunctioning system include visible signs of seepage 
and a strong sewage smell.  

 A septic system needs to be at least 50 feet from a water well, 
underground cisterns, stream, lake, pond, sprinkler system, and/or 
swimming pool.
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 Garage Door Springs:

 Garage door springs are designed with a wire or cable 
through the center so that if the spring shatters, pieces do 
not fly through the air like bullets.  A safety concern!

 Swimming Pools and Spas:

 Check for levelness: Measure the distance from the rim of
the pool to the surface of the water.

 The water should be within ½‐inch of the same level all
around the pool.

Red Flags Property Inspection  
Guide

 Swimming Pools and Spas:

 The sides and bottom of the pool should be sound and free 
from cracks.

 Inspect the decks around the pool for cracks.

 Be aware of any electrical cables within 22 feet of the
surface of the pool or 14 feet any direction of the diving
board.

 All swimming pools or spas are required to have a barrier
48 inches high surrounding them and the barrier shall not
allow passage of a 4‐inch diameter sphere.
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 Tennis Courts: 

 Tennis courts are usually concrete or asphalt and it is
important for the court to be in good condition.

 Tennis courts should be slightly higher in the center
than on the sides so water can drain off. Water should
not form puddles on the court.

 Both asphalt and concrete tennis courts should be
inspected for cracks and settlement in the same
manner used for driveways.
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 Play Structures:

 Play structures for children, such as tree houses or
elaborate swing systems, either free standing or in
trees, can be quite hazardous.

 If you do not feel comfortable inspecting these
structures, refer them to a professional carpenter or
structural engineer for closer inspection.
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 Illegal Additions:

 Illegal additions to houses are a very common problem.   

 If the you notice a specific area of the house that does not 
appear to be built with the same style or quality as the rest 
of the house, you should question the owners to see if they 
are aware of any additions to the house without proper 
permits. 

 Many additions built without a permit are built by people 
who are not aware of local building, electrical, plumbing, 
or mechanical codes. 
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 Basements and Crawl Spaces:

 The same method used for inspecting foundations should
be used for inspecting basement walls.

 Walk along the basement walls no further than five feet
away from the foundation using a strong flashlight and
note the type, location, and angle of any existing cracks.

 Be alert for white, powdery deposits along foundations
and walls, especially if there are also visible water stains.

 Look for a “sump pump” in the lowest part of the
basement floor.

 If there is a sump pump, it most likely has been installed
as a result of incoming water.
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 Wall Cracks:

 Cracks develop in the walls of houses for a number of
reasons.

 Wooden framing of the house may dry out and shrink
shortly after the house is built.

 Almost every house has a few hairline cracks caused by
shrinkage of wood.

 However, differential movement of the structure may occur,
caused by foundation movement or structural defects that
can cause significant wall cracking.

 When inspecting for cracking, pay particular attention to
common crack locations such as the corners of windows,
doors and the walls of rooms.
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 Wall Cracks:

 Consciously look for cracks behind curtains and on
ceilings throughout the house and make written notes
of the amount and severity of any cracking observed.

 A significant amount of diagonal cracking, large
cracks, or spaces associated with other indications such
as sloping floors or sticking windows or doors are a
concern.

 Homeowners commonly paint and patch homes for
aesthetic reasons prior to selling them.



21

Red Flags Property Inspection  
Guide

 Wall Cracks: 

 However, often they inadvertently conceal or hide defects.

 The following are usually concealed by the owners: wall cracks,
torn and/or puckered drywall tape, wall water stains, sticking
doors and windows.

 Therefore, you should make an effort to identify any possible
defects.

 Often a patched wall area will have a different surface texture
from the rest of the wall.

 The color of the paint may also be slightly different.

 Sometimes wallpaper is used to redecorate walls, so cracks can
be concealed.

 Some of the time the cracks can be felt with the fingertips.
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 Sloping Floors:

 In a typical house, floors are sufficiently level and any
sloping can be determined only by precise measuring.

 Do floors feel springy? A very springy floor indicates a
possible problem with the interior floor structure.

 You should look for cracks in all tile and marble floors.

 A continuous vertical crack that covers 3 sections of

marble or tile in the floor is always a Red Flag.
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 Sloping Floors:

 There are two simple tests that reveal the levelness of a

floor.

 These test are:

 The Shuffle Walk

 The Ball‐Rolling Test

 When performing these tests, pay particular attention to
the possibility that the outer walls of the house may have
settled relative to the interior walls.
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 Sloping Floors:

 Test #1 ‐ Shuffle Walk: Walk across the floor quickly without
lifting your feet. Keep the front part of your shoes on the floor.
Move toward the outside walls of the house. Walking this way
makes you much more sensitive to slope. If the floor is not
level, you will experience a feeling of going downhill.

 Test #2 ‐ Ball‐Rolling: Use a smooth ball, such as a racquetball.
First, place it on the hard floor near the middle of the room and
see if it rolls. Then try placing the ball in several spots around
the room. If the ball rolls to the same spot repeatedly, that spot
must be lower than the rest of the floor. Any evidence of
sloping should be noted as a Red Flag.
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 Sticking Doors and Windows:

 There are two things to look for when inspecting doors
and windows:

 1. sticking when you open or close them

 2. uneven spaces between doors and their frames

 These two symptoms usually mean movement of the walls
and floors have changed the shape of the window or
doorframe.

 Always open and close every door and window in the
house.

Red Flags Property Inspection  
Guide

 Sticking Doors and Windows:

 When you are inspecting a door, look at the spaces at the
top and bottom.

 The door should resemble a long, narrow rectangle.

 Always look for signs that the door has been sawed or
sanded to make it fit the crooked frame.
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 Hazardous Stairs:

 Stair Treads and Risers:

 TREAD:

 The tread is the horizontal part of the stair and the tread is
measured from the back to the front edge of the stair.

 The minimum tread depth shall be 10 inches.

 Winder treads shall have a minimum tread depth of 10
inches measured as above at a point 12 inches from the side
where the treads are narrower.
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 Hazardous Stairs:

 RISER:

 The riser is the vertical member between 2 treads.

 The maximum riser height shall be 7¾ inches.

 As you walk up or down a flight of stairs you will fall into
a certain rhythm and you will notice if one of the stair
risers is off.
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 Fireplaces:

 There are several types of fireplaces.

 These are the most common:

 Freestanding

 Open‐front

 Open‐two‐sided

 Open‐three‐sided

 Open‐four‐sided

 Prefabricated
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 Fireplaces:

 Most fireplace structures are much heavier than the house
structure (on a pounds‐per‐square‐foot basis) and may
settle, even if the house does not.

 Settling may cause a few hairline cracks where the edge of
the fireplace meets the wall, but these usually are not
serious.

 Be aware of any combustible material within 12 inches of
the firebox.
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 Sagging Beams:

 If portions of a building are improperly sized, the wrong
building materials are used, or proper construction
methods are not followed, distress to a house can occur.

 Sagging beams are obvious during a visual inspection.

 Sagging beams can be easily detected especially if they
are so much lower in the middle that the unevenness can
be seen with the naked eye.

 In milder cases, there may be cracks where the beam
connects to the framing of the house.
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 Major Mechanical Systems:

 Electrical System:

 Check for loose, damaged, and/or malfunctioning
receptacles and wall switches.

 Look for burn or scorch marks.

 Extension cords underneath carpets or stapled along
baseboards are hazardous and illegal.
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 Major Mechanical Systems:

 Plumbing System:

 Flush the toilet to make sure it is in good working condition.

 Turn on all water taps.

 Do they drip when turned off?

 Is the hot on the left and the cold on the right?

 Does the water pressure decrease when you turn on more than
one faucet?

 If the water source is a private well, have the nearest water
district test water samples for safety.

Red Flags Property Inspection  
Guide

 Major Mechanical Systems:

 Heating System:

 Locate the thermostat and set the control to heat. Increase the
setting to 10 degrees higher than the present temperature
reading on the thermostat.

 The furnace should ignite and start to pump warm air into the
room.

 Move the switch from heat to off.

 Wait approximately 20 minutes then return to the thermostat
and move the control to cool.
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 Major Mechanical Systems:

 Air Conditioning:

 Decrease the setting 15 degrees below the temperature
reading on the thermostat.

 The air conditioning unit should start pumping cooler air
into the room.

 You should not test the air conditioning system if
the outside temperature is below 60 degrees. This
could cause damage to the compressor.

Red Flags Property Inspection  
Guide

 Glass:

 Large windowpanes, windows next to doors, sliding
glass doors, other doors with glass, shower doors, and
mirrors are all subject to human impact and pose a
potential safety hazard if broken.

 All glass elements of a house located within 18 inches of
the floor are to be of safety/tempered glass.

 Tempered glass is 2 to 4 times stronger than ordinary
glass.

 Tempered glass will shatter into pebbles instead of
breaking into slivers.
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 Glass:

 The words safety glass or tempered glass with a monogram
is etched on all panes of safety glass.

 In today’s world it is not always easy to see these
etchings. If you cannot make sure, refer this to a glass
professional for verification.
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 Smoke Detectors:

 The U.S. is a world leader in death from house fires.

 Smoke detectors can reduce the risk of someone dying in a
house fire by at least 50%.

 This is true only if the smoke detectors are in working order.

 An estimated one of every four houses are equipped with smoke
detectors that do not work properly.

 Types of Smoke Detectors:

 Ionization

 Photoelectric
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 Smoke Detectors:

 Common Reasons Smoke Detectors May Not Work

 Batteries are dead or missing.

 Vents are clogged with dirt, dust, or grease.

 Sensing chamber is infested with small insects.
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 Smoke Detectors:

 Proper Testing of a Smoke Detector
 The ʺtest button testʺ is not a true test of a smoke detector.

 If a smoke detectorʹs vents are clogged with dust, dirt,
grease, or insects, smoke will not activate the alarm;
however, pressing the test button will usually result in the
alarm sounding.

 The best way to test a smoke detector is to use an aerosol
product that has been tested and approved by a recognized
testing facility such as Underwriters Labs.

 By doing this simple test, you can find out if your detector is
in one of the 16 million houses in America estimated to have
faulty smoke detectors.
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 Smoke Detectors:

 Replacement of Batteries in Smoke Detectors

 The batteries in a smoke detector should be changed no less
than once a year.

 The best way to remember this is to change your batteries
when you set your clocks forward or back.

 Expected Life of a Smoke Detector

 All smoke detectors that are 10 years old or older should be
replaced!
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 Smoke Detectors:

 Expected Life of a Smoke Detector

 These units have gone through millions of testing cycles checking
the immediate surroundings for smoke.

 Even a smoke detector powered with household current and with a

battery back‐up needs to be replaced after 10 years.
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 Hazardous Materials:

 Hazardous materials are a problem that can adversely and/or
dramatically affect property values.

 Every state has passed disclosure laws that instituted stricter
storage and cleanup regulations for toxic waste.

 All of us need to understand that there are hundreds of
ʺhazardous materialsʺ in our houses.

 Some homeowners will unknowingly dump these harmful
products onto their property.

 When these hazardous materials are dumped onto our land
instead of being disposed of properly, they eventually create
problems with the land and then create problems in our water
systems.
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 Hazardous Materials:

 There are four major classifications of hazardous
materials: Corrosive, Toxic, Reactive, and Ignitable.

 A corrosive material will slowly dissolve or wear away
gradually.

 Corrosive material is a chemical compound that is safely
contained in one type of container, usually metal, but if it is
placed in a different type of container it will eat through or
dissolve that container.

 A toxic material almost always has a poison identification on
the bottle usually accompanied with the skull and
crossbones symbol.
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 Hazardous Materials:

 There are four major classifications of hazardous
materials: Corrosive, Toxic, Reactive, and Ignitable.

 A reactive material is one that when in a container by itself is
fine, but if you mix this product with another everyday
product there is a possibility of toxic gases or an explosion.

 An ignitable material is very easy to identify, as the
container will have an explosive or flammable warning label
or sign.
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 Hazardous Materials:

 Asbestos:
 Interested homeowners and prospective purchasers can obtain

information concerning asbestos from the U.S. Consumer Product
Safety Commission (CPSC) and the U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA).

 Asbestos is a mineral fiber found in rocks.

 There are several kinds of asbestos fibers, all of which are fire‐resistant
and not easily destroyed or degraded by natural processes.

 Asbestos has been shown to cause cancer of the lung and stomach
according to studies of workers and others exposed to asbestos.

 There is no level of exposure to asbestos fibers that experts can assure
us is completely safe.
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 Hazardous Materials:

 Asbestos:
 Asbestos has been used in a wide variety of products, including

household and building materials, such as appliances, ceiling
tiles/coverings, wall and pipe coverings, floor tiles, and some
roofing materials.

 Basically, asbestos has been used in products for 4 reasons:
 1. To strengthen the product material

 2. For thermal insulation within a product

 3. For thermal or acoustical insulation or decoration on exposed
surfaces

 4. For fire protection
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 Hazardous Materials:

 Asbestos:

 Until the 1970s, many types of building products and their
insulation materials used in houses contained asbestos.

 Asbestos was banned in 1977.
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 Hazardous Materials:

 Some asbestos products to look for and where they are used
in and around houses:

 Vinyl Floor Tiles and Vinyl Sheet Flooring

 Patching Compounds and Textured Paint

 Ceilings

 Steam Pipes, Boilers, and Furnace Ducts

 Resilient Floor Tiles

 Cement Sheet, Millboard, and Paper

 Door Gaskets

 Soundproofing, or Decorative Material
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 Hazardous Materials:

 Some asbestos products to look for and where they are used
in and around houses:

 Patching and Joint Compounds for Walls and Ceilings

 Textured Paints

 Asbestos Cement Roofing, Shingles, and Siding

 Artificial Ashes and Embers
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 Hazardous Materials:

 Toxic Waste:

 Some toxic wastes can be highly toxic and long‐lived.

 These toxic substances can pollute water supplies that serve
an entire community, pollute the ground a community is
built on, or even contaminate food if it is grown on polluted
soils or irrigated with polluted water.

 Water quality has become a significant public safety issue.
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 Hazardous Materials:

 Toxic Waste:

 Water well pollution from industrial sources, soil pollution
in toxic dumps near or over which housing developments
have been constructed (as in Love Canal, NY), and
contamination of communities by floods carrying toxic
runoff (as in Times Beach, FL) continually reemphasize the
need for communities to take precautions against pollution.
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 Hazardous Materials:

 Radon

 Information regarding radon can be obtained from the U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA).

 Radon is a naturally occurring radioactive gas.

 You cannot see it, smell it, or taste it.

 Radon comes from the natural breakdown (radioactive
decay) of uranium.

 Radon can be found in high concentrations in soils and rocks
containing uranium, granite, shale, phosphate, and
pitchblende.
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 Hazardous Materials:

 Radon

 Radon may also be found in soils contaminated with certain
types of industrial wastes, such as the by‐products from
uranium or phosphate mining.

 In outdoor air, radon is diluted to such low concentrations
that it does not represent a safety hazard.

 However, once inside an enclosed space (such as a house)
radon can accumulate. Indoor levels depend on a building’s
construction and the concentration of radon in the
underlying soil.



38

Red Flags Property Inspection  
Guide

 Hazardous Materials:

 Radon

 The only known health effect associated with exposure to
elevated levels of radon is an increased risk of developing lung
cancer.

 Not everyone exposed to elevated levels of radon will develop
lung cancer and the time between exposure and the onset of the
disease may be many years.

 Radon has always been present in the air.

 Concern about elevated indoor concentrations first arose in the
late 1960s when houses were found in the West that had been
built with materials contaminated by waste from uranium
mines.
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 Hazardous Materials:

 Radon

 Cases of high indoor radon levels resulting from industrial
activities have been found in many parts of the country.

 We have only recently become aware, however, that houses in
various parts of the U.S. may have high indoor radon levels
caused by natural deposits of uranium in the soil on which they
are built.

 Most houses in this country are not likely to have a radon
problem; but relatively few houses do have highly elevated
levels.
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 Hazardous Materials:

 Radon

 The dilemma is that, right now, no one knows which houses
have a problem and which do not.

 You may wish to call your state radiation protection office to
find out if any high levels have been discovered in your area.
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 Hazardous Materials:

 How Does Radon Get into a House?

 Radon is a gas that can move through small spaces in the soil
and rock on which a house is built.

 Radon can seep into a house through dirt floors, cracks in
concrete floors and walls, floor drains, sumps, sump pumps,
joints and tiny cracks, or pores in hollow‐block walls.
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 Hazardous Materials:

 How Does Radon Get into a House?

 Radon also can enter water within private wells and be
released into a house when the water is used.

 Usually, radon is not a problem with large community water
supplies, where it would likely be released into the outside
air before the water reaches a house.

 For more information concerning radon in water, contact
your state’s radiation protection office.

 In some unusual situations, radon may be released from the
materials used in the construction of a house.
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 Hazardous Materials:

 How Does Radon Get into a House?

 An example: a house that has a large stone fireplace or has a
solar heating system in which heat is stored in large beds of
stone.

 In general, however, building materials are not a major
source of indoor radon.

 Since you cannot see or smell radon special equipment is
needed to detect it.
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 Hazardous Materials:

 Radon

 The two most popular detectors are the charcoal canister and the
alpha track detector.

 Both of these devices are exposed to the air in your house for a
specified period of time and sent to a laboratory for analysis.

 There are other techniques—requiring operation by trained
personnel—that can be used to measure radon levels, but such
techniques may be more expensive than the devices mentioned
above.
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 Hazardous Materials:

 Underground Storage Tanks/Hazardous
Waste
 Pipes, usually 2 to 2½ inches in diameter, that are
emerging from the ground and capped or have a 180‐
degree bend are common as vent pipes for
underground fuel and solvent tanks.
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 Hazardous Materials:

 Additional Indications of Improperly Disposed of Toxic
Wastes:

 oil spots on the ground or areas that are dark brown to black
where vegetation will not grow

 holes two or three inches in diameter in garage floors set so
that fluids can flow into them (sumps are a pit or reservoir
serving as a drain or receptacle for liquids)

 evidence of extensive paint or chemical storage facilities

 evidence of facilities or equipment indicating mechanical or
fabrication work at that location
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 Hazardous Materials:

 Additional Indications of Improperly Disposed of Toxic
Wastes:

 Many states have regulations requiring removal of the tanks
if they haven’t been used in six months, or some similar time
period.

 Evidence of underground tanks can also trigger
investigation into possible contamination.
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 Hazardous Materials:

 Underground Storage Tanks/Hazardous Waste

 This potentially can lead to very expensive problems.

 Whoever owns property today must pay for the
cleanup—regardless of who was responsible for the
contamination.
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 Hazardous Materials:

 Lead Hazards from Pipes and Paint

 What Is Lead Poisoning?

 Lead poisoning occurs when the body contains a high
concentration of lead.

 Lead poisoning can cause paralysis, brain damage, and
convulsions.

 Children tend to absorb more lead than adults and they are
more likely to exhibit hand‐to‐mouth behavior.
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 Hazardous Materials:

 Lead Hazards from Pipes and Paint

 Drinking Water

 Drinking water can become contaminated as it passes
through lead pipes.

 In the late 1930s lead water pipes were still being used.

 In 1986 the Safe Drinking Water Act required the use of lead‐
free solder, pipes, and flux for facilities connected to public
water systems.

 In 1988, Congress banned the use of lead‐based solder in
plumbing applications in houses and buildings.
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 Hazardous Materials:

 Lead Hazards from Pipes and Paint

 Lead‐Based Paint

 The most probable places where lead‐based paint will be
found in a house are in the bathroom and kitchen walls,
woodwork, and window frames.

 The use of lead paint was prohibited in 1980.
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 Hazardous Materials:

 Lead Hazards from Pipes and Paint

 A visual inspection cannot determine whether a hazard exists.
Checking for the presence of lead‐based paint requires
removing a sample and having it tested by a qualified
laboratory.

 The probability of lead‐based paint having been used in a
structure is directly related to its age.

 Studies have shown that lead‐based paint was used in two‐
thirds of houses built prior to 1940 and one‐third of houses built
from 1940 to 1960.

 A smaller percentage of houses built between 1960 and 1980
were found to contain lead‐based paint.
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 Hazardous Materials:

 Lead Hazards from Pipes and Paint

 You should be aware that commercial facilities in which metal
work, automobile radiator repairs, and soldering activities were
carried out are also very likely places for lead contamination.

 HUD warns that three out of four houses built prior to 1978
have lead‐based paint.








































































































































